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A preliminary study is reported which attempted to 
define gifted rapid readers, authenticate the performances of three 
suojects who were designated as gifted rapid readers, and explore the 
relationship of a subject’s ability to perceive print eidetically and 
to read and/or £ikim„ Volunteer subjects were a 15-year-old girl from 
the Philippines, a 12-year-old American girl, and a 38-year-old 
housewifOo Impartial reading experts observed each subject reading an 
article on mental health by Henningero The article was estimated to 
be college level of difficulty and was selected from Brown’s 
"Efficient Reading," All three subjects successfully absorbed the 
article at rates beyond 20,000 words per minute with 70 percent 
comprehension or above. The two younger subjects demonstrated 
characteristics similar to those described by Haber as highly 
eidetic. Both young subjects also demonstrated strong dominance 
t.raits, according to Butt’s Factoral Facet Scale. References are 
included. (KB) 



ERIC 



rvi 

KN 



U.S. DCPAilTMCMT OF HEALTH. EDUCATION 
A WELFAAE 
OFFICE OF EDUCATION 
THIS DOCUMENT HAS SEEN REPRODUCED 
exactly AS RECEIVED FR3MTKE PERSON OR 
ORGANIZATION ORIGINATING IT POINTS OF 
VIEW CR OPINIONS STATED DO NOT NECES 
SARiLY REPRESENT OFFiCiAL OFFICE OF EDU 
CATION POSITION OR POLICY 



GIFTED RAPID READERS 
BY 

Florence Schale, Director of Reading 
Improyenient Program, Chicago Campus, 
Northwestern University 



I One hundred years having passed since Sir Francis Galton*s milestone, Heredi'oaiy 

[ Genius , was written, it seems appropriate to initiate a study of gifted rapid reading. 
Over a four year period, the v-Triter has observed that 1 per cent of her total enrollees 
in rapid reading classes, conducted in the Evening Divisions of Northwestern University, 
is able to read and skim nonfictional articles at exceptional rates Tdtli more than 
^ adequate cort5)rehension. The -i-rriter feels it is time to share her observations T-dth 

I others and to encourage them also to explore the components of such a phenomenon. 

[ 

j Purpose of the Stuc^ : The purpose of this preliminary study vjas to: 1) define gifted 

rapid reading, 2) authenticate the performances of three subjects -vitio are designated as 
j gifted rapid readers in this study, and 3) e3q)lore the relationship of a subject *s 
ability to perceive print eidetically and to read and/or skim. 



Background of the Study : In the past century, little has been done to study gifted 

readers of any description. Yet, the '*glance-at-a-page" phenomenon appears historically 
among some famous people. For example. President Theodore Roosevelt is said to have 
astonished his constituents by glancing at a page and requesting his audience to ask him 
questions about it. 

At the Tv^elfth National Reading Conference, Adams first defined a "supernormal 
reader" as anyone -i-nio could achieve a rate over 1^00 vjords per minute T’jith good compre- 
hension on a form of the standardized Diagnostic Reading Test .^ Since then, there has 
been much controversy about rapid reading because of sensational claims advertised by 
commercial reading organizations. The "hard sell" advertising plus little scientific 
stucfy of the phenomenon seems to have blocked further enlightenment d.n this aspect of 
the total reading process. 

I Perhaps the physical liraitations of the eye movement studies themselves have tempor- 

arily halted study. .Based on eye movements of average readers reading in the traditional 
manner, S. E. Taylor reported that the average person can accommodate clearly only a total 
span of 1.25 inches in one fixation (glance). In I963, Taylor speculated that superior 



1. Buchanan R. Adaras, "The Phenomenon of Supernormal Reading Ability." In Ralph E. 
^ Staiger and Culbreth J. Melton (Eds) Ti?elfth Yearbook of the National Readi^ 



Conference i Milwaukee: The National Reading Conference , Inc , , ^^65, l3 ‘ l55 • 
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rsadsrs rsaa. h.opizoii'baHy at /TiinlJiuin. ratss oi msrsljr' 9^0 ir.p.m* and. actually ae 

seein^^ the t-iords.^ This neans physiologically’', they are limited to grasping 2.7 
iiords in their span of recognition at the average speed oi 1/5 second, iut many rail to 
realize the 1/5 secono. speed is uhe hatixual rate ox spealcing usen durin^ o.*. cii receding. 
It may oe a habitual rate rather than a physiological limitation, '.-.hat is more, there 
may have been a limitation within the camera then being used. Future improvement in 
electronic equipment may’' reveal more inxormation. Hovjever, a point hardly e:\plored is^ 
the eidetic imageiy phenomenon. Sir Francis C-alton pondered it one hundred years ago.*" 
This may help exq)lain the exceptional performance of some e>rtremely good rapid readers. 

3 

This year Haber released a final report on "Eidetic Imagery in Children." In it. 



he describes children i* 7 ith varying degrees of a.bility i-xho can see a picture and its 
details as if they ^rere still vieT-iing it. He distinquishes these eidetic children from 
others by obsejcvations that the eidetics are not recalling details from memory, but 
they appear to perform the physical act of seeing the pictures i-jhen describing them. 

The eidetic images (E.I.) last significantly longer than the usual after-images (A. I.) 
experienced by most sighted persons. 



He also speculates that children mth highly developed eidetic imagery probably do 
not possess "photographic memory" as it has previously been defined. The eidetics can 
describe remarkable detail in pictures as if still vieidng them; but parts of the picture 
usually are blurred. Therefore, they do not have total recall, but can usually guess 
the missing parts (this is the principle of closure as understood in gestalt psychology.) 



Procedure Used in the Study ; 

A. Selection of the Subjects : During seventeen years of teaching developmental reading 

at all levels beyond grade foui’, the ijriter has given individualized instruction to over 
i{.,000 students. VJhile teaching at Northwestern University in 1963, she developed an 
eclectic approach for teaching accelerated reading i-a.th comprehension. The Reinforced 
Reading System fias founded on relevant aspects of psychological principles including oper- 
ant conditioning procedures, reinforcement, closure and transfer. Using this system, she 
observed that gifted rapid readers (viio can maintain 70 per cent or above comprehension 
at rates above 20,000 w.p.m. on Brom*s workbook. Eff icient Reading ,) appear in her 
classes at a rate of 1 out of 100 or 1 per cent of the trained population. 

During the past four years, 15 subjects were identified as gifted, according to the 

Sanford E. Taylor, Eye !!overaents ^d Reading: Facts and Fallacies , E. D. L. Ending ” 
Newsletter, No. 30 . Huniingoonr ’’^cfuc^aH^onai DevelopmentarTa^ora^ories , 1963, 13 

2. Sir Francis Galton, Hereditary Genius , Macmillan Company (London), 1869. 

3. Ralph N. Haber, Eidetic Imagery in Children , Final Report Project Ho. 5-0361, U.S. 
Department of Health, Education, and Helfare (Office of Education, Bureau of Research, 
February 1, 1969. 
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above cidterion. Three of them, subject M.T.C., a year old ^irl from the Philippines, 
subject R.D.B*, a 12 year old .American girl, and subject J.D., a 38 year old housei-afe, 
volunteered for this preliminary study.^ The reading behavior of each ms observed by 

n 

impartial reading e^jperts from tuo other universities. 



!'ihen subject M.T.C. entered the U.S., she i-7as administered an intelligence test. 

She T.jas classified as average, but the test culturally uas biased in favor of Merican 
citizens. M.T.C. ms in the U.S.A. only a fei-j months before the testing. Although she 
spoke English, Tagalog ms her native tongue. She had finished her sophomore year in an 
American parochial boarding .school, and Tjas in the U.S..A. nine months before tal-ring the 
rapid reading course. After the course, she ms sent to Dr. Bernard Harris, of the 
University of HLatteville in vriscc.nsin, for further testing. She ranked in the lower 
5 per cent level of gifted, accord! ,ig to Teiman^s Concept Master's’- Test . On the Weschler - 
Bellevue Adult Intelligence Scale , her total score was Bright Normal. The Performance 
scale was, of course, higher than the Verbal. On the Picture Aptitude sul-test, hov^ever, 
M.T.C. had the highest possible score. Harris concluded she had "photographic memory." 

Immediately after the course in 1968, the standardized Nelson-Deriny Reading Test , 
i?oim A, T’jas administered. She read at a rate of 8,^20 w.p.m. (99+ percentile rank) ^jith 
a comprehension percentile rank of 8l for her noims. Her vocabulary rank ms at the 
80 percentile . One year later , in a follow-up study , she was administered the Diagnostic 
Reaaing^ Test , Form A for grades 7-13, another standardized test. She absorbed the pages 
at a rate exceeding ifL,000 w.p.m. t-ri.th 85 por cent comprehension. 

Subject R.D.B., the seventh grade pupil, had an I.Q. in the Superior range of the 
P.M.A. test before instruction in rapid reading in the autumn of 1968. At that time, her 
reading scores on the S.R.A. Reading Achievement Test mre: Vocabulary 9.3 (ij.8th percent- 
ile,) comprehension 7.1; (73rd percentile,) and a composite grade equivalent of 10.2. 

Subject J.D., the housei-afe vAio enrolled in the Rapid Reading class, was in the 
Bright Normal range on the v'/AlS . ijut she did not feel i-jell when this test t-jes administered.. 
Further testing t-ri-U be conducted. However, she did achieve a rate over i;,200 w.p.m. with 
a 99* percentile of comprehension on a foim of the standardized Nelson-Demy Reading Te st, 
after a day of testing. 



1. I^. James Doran, of the McHenry, Illinois Public School System, used the writer's 2R 
(Reinforced Reading) Method mth his seventh grade class and discovered gifted sublect 

R.D.B. 

2. On Feb. hy 19^9 y subject M.T.C. ms tested at the University of Minnesota by Doctors 
J. I. Brown, A. Raygor, and D. Mark. On Feb. 12, 1969, subjects R.D.B. and J.D. were 
tested at Purdue University by Doctors M. May and G. Schick and their research assist- 
ants. 
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B. The ITeasurin:;; Instnr-^eiits : Slnze the sv. ;jects praotif*.ed o’ri :ro"..’n*s Si'-icient Aeadinj ^ 

essays Tran his Alternate Edition and iron an out-oJ?-print older edition -..'ere selected 
at random dor this prelirdjiai^’' study. Jroini cleteirnined the difficulty level of each 
article by applying the flesch ReadabijLity Scale. An article by Wenninger on nental 
health i;as selected and estinated to be the college level of difficulty." 

C. Questions to be AnsT:ered : The specific questions to be ansiiered in this stu-jy nere: 

a) !vhat criteria should be required for classification as clearly gifted in rapid 
reading? 

b) Barring limitations, could three subjects i.tio met the criteria in (a) demonstrate 
their skill before impartial reading e:xperts? 

c) Is there a relationship betueen the highly developed reading and skiimring ability 
of the three subjects and highly developed eidetic imagers’^ 

The Findings : All three subjects — H.T.C. at the University of Minnesota, and R.D.B. 

and J.D. at Purdue University — successfully absorbed the article by Menninger at rates 
beyond 20,000 w.p.m. mth 70 per cent comprehension or above. In fact, both M.T.C. and 
R.D.Bo viei-jed two columns siriiultaneously. If, indeed, they have developed eidetic 
ability, this finding and the astonishing rates at -.iiich the article tus read begins to 
be understandable. 



Discussion ; 

After the testing, preliminary interviews were conducted idth each subject and her 
parents. In the case of the Bilipina subject, II.T.C., it was revealed that her mother 
•was a former college histoiy professor and had em extraordinary memory. At the dinner 
table, the mother designed a game to determine T-dio could remember names, persons, treaties, 
dates, and so forth best, M.T.C. or her brother. Apparently, Ii.T.G,*s unusual retentive 
ability was developed earlier and more intently than that of most pupils. Both heredity 
and environment tend to be involved in M.T.C. *s phenomenal development. 



Moreover, in the case of 12 year old American subject R.D.B. , she also had an un- 
usual relative. Her maternal grandmother, -.ho ;-jas tested at the University of Michigan, 
demonstrated giftedness in non-verbal abilities. Since she rd-grated to the U.S.A., un- 
able to read, no verbal scores could be obtained. Pai*tly because of this, R.D.B.’s 
mother worked intently vn.th R.D.B. and her brother in regard to their schoolwork. Again, 
heredity and an encouraging enviroament seen important factors in the reading success of 
this particular subject. 



1. J. i.Bro^ studied the performance of over 100 adult students in previous classes 
on tnis artxcle. Results handed in at the beginning, middle, and end of his cour*se 
were averaged for rate and comprehension {l\.30^ Tij.p.m. and 68.5 per cent.) 
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oesiLd6s 6vid.6nc6 of suporior sbilx'by trO rocsll nos't of I'jiis.'b t-jss read^ or ] r^ ,ghly 
developed eidetic irienory, both subjects demonstrated strong dominance traits,^ accordiiig 
to 3utt*s i‘actoral i'acct Scale test. Incidentally^ visual e;<aminations^ given cy local 
refractionists, foujid both subjects had excellent eyesight. Undoubtedly^ there are 
other factors present to e::^lain the phenomenal ability of "glance-at-a-page'^ reading, 
and they i-jill be ei^plored uith further testing in the coniing year. 

P-. ~^he Subjects : Again, only preliminary analyses have been made of the 

reading abilities of M.T.C., R.D.3., and J.D. A larger study T.jin control more rigidly 
studies T-jith the potential and limitations of l5 rapid readers defined as gifted in this 
study. Thus far, only the success of each subject has been described, for they did in- 
deed demonstrate the achievement questioned in this study. But it i^as reasoned from the 
beginning that it Tjould be unrealistic to esqject the subjects to read and skim every 
type of T'jritten material i-jith excellent compreliension and retention. 

Informally, M.T.C. ijas given a page from a directory of members of the American 
Psychological Association by Dr. Alton Raygor, of the University of Minnesota, and ijas 
asked to find his narae on it. He said she recalled most of the information regarding 
his name, but little more about the page. She said the page ijas meaningless to her. On 
the other hand, ^jhen given five seconds to recall almost a complete page of 19 oddly 
designed faces, she gained almost total recall. Her comment ^.ns that it T^as easier to 
recall pictures. As she commented during the testing using only one eye, if the material 
being read is somei-iiat familiar, certain irords stand out from a page and a meaningful 
pattern is grasped. Gestalt psychology suggests that the principle of closure operates 
in human perception. Moreover, these comments are similar to those of subjects Tilth 
highlj/’ developed eidetic imageiy in Kaber*s study, cited ear.lier. 

In addition, ijhHe at the University of Minnesota, M.T.C. huiTiedly vias given an 
article Tilth three columns per page pertaining to the mechanical operations of an auto- 
moDile. After successfully grasping two columns of an essay for BroTn, idio also was 
present, she tried to read three at once and failed. Her comprehension appeared to be 
a guessing score of 30 per cent. Moreover, she expressed a strong dislike for mechanical 
Imowledge, an attitude shared by many teenage girls. In this case, her ability to inter- 
pret meaningful responses obviously was limited. On another test article being developed 
ior puDlication, she was told to read it word-for-word. But she did not resist the chal- 
lenge xor orying higher rates, and, of course, found such speed inappropriate. Her rate 
was about 2,300 u.p.m. with kO per cent compre hension. The principle of homeostasis 

1. D. Susan Butt, "A Comparison of Measurement Strategies In Develooinp^ Scales for 
Domi^nce, ” Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation, University of Chicago, August,* 1967, 
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seemed "bo ;ie operc-ting. A^ter "the pressure or autaining success on ."’rounds article (the 
goal for verification of sldll) the usual <5rop of energj ensued. She should 

have relaxed. As her plane xas to leave shortly, other infoimal tests :iere given too hastily. 

Further investigations disclosed II. T/d. often could ddncuss intelligently uiiat she 
read from her excellent recall and ability to "gestalt." Yet, she quite honestly TOuld 
observe, "I usually can recall confidently uiiat the author said , but if I have no back- 
ground on a topic, I can*t tell you '.hat he m eans . " 

This coiiimentary also applies to R.D.3. She passed all tests pertaining to general 
Imoirledge inlth excellent comprehension after reading at "glance-at-a-page" rates. Ilore- 
over, she claims to have excellent recall of paragraphs the size of half the ordinary 
pocket novel page. But she, too, e:jqperiences some blurring usually,’" on the left side of 
the page,. 

Hoijever, she nas given a 2,000 Tjord aidiicle to read end 28 assorted types of ques- 
tions at Purdue University by Dr. George Schick and Dr. Herrill May. She scanned two 
adjoining pages at once at a rate over 60,000 w.p.m. and beiig unprepared for the types 
of questions asked, attained only p2 per cent comprehension. This Tjas so inconsistent 
ijith her usuul behavior, that she looked up her mistakes, reread the article and requested 
another challenge. Maintaining the sane rate, she increased her comprehension to 72 per 
cent on this article. She requested a third challenge, but her eiiaminer thought it 
unnecessary. 

Subject J.D. said she did not ijish to be challenged beyond the formal testing. She 
enjoys reading and rarely has occasion to read at phenomenal rates, nevertheless, she 
i-janted to experiment i-jith hoH far she could extend her abiliti'ss in the course. At an 
earlier age, she thought she had an almost photographic memory. 

Sutnmary and Conclusions : 

1) A gifted rapid reader according to this preliminary study, can absorb essays of 
general knowledge from Brom*s Efficient Reading , at rates of 20,000 ir.p.m. mth 70 per 
cent or better comprehension. They also can achieve 1,^00 ‘j.p.m. or above with good 
comprehension on standardized tests. 

2) The three subjects in this study did achieve at least the above rates of 20,000 
Tj.p.m. Tith 70 per ceiro or better comprehension on an airbicle from Broim’s Efficient 
Readi ng before impartial reading experi-s. 

3) At least ti70 of the three subjects demonstrated chox’act eristics sir/iilar to those 

described as highly eidetic in Haber *s study mention ed earlier . 

1. In the December i'57' 195^8""e diti on of The Milwaukee Journal , editor hilliam 0. I'elson 
describes a surprise visit to subject M.T.C. at her boarding school. He states she read 





i;) Strong dominance traits 7jere evident in testing. 



The combination of factors vdiich have produced 
ideal conditions is still in need of clarification, 
more scientific data must be gathered and exairdned 



giftedness in rapid reading under 
This study is a beginning, 'nit 
before definite conclusions can be 



draijn. 
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